The Essential Three (e3) 
This paper presents a retrospective account of the development, planning, and implementation of a school-based professional learning series (Essential Three or e3) that focused on supporting rural districts and school leaders as they engage in the important work of prioritizing and determining areas of instructional focus. In the context of describing that work, attention is given to the support role played by the educational service agency and the stewardship role played by the university-two critical roles/partners for schools in rural settings (Colf & Harmon, 2011; Johnson, Thompson, & Naugle, 2009 ). Attentive to the relevant literature and drawing on findings from our reflective analysis of the planning and implementation work, we extrapolate lessons about process that will inform the (still ongoing) work and should inform similar work in other rural settings.
Context: Florida Policy Changes and the Role of Educational Service Agencies
In 2014-2015, Florida adopted new standards in K-12 education (which are a derivative of the Common Core Standards). During that same time frame, teachers and administrators were also legislatively mandated to devise new methods of evaluation and compensation. All these changes at once meant that district and school personnel were scrambling to not only adopt/adapt methods, but to secure "buy in" for new systems, new ways of work, and new ways of evaluating progress and outcomes for both students and adults. The cornerstone of all these new systems was elevated rigor.
The challenges presented by these new standards and accompanying mandates are especially pressing in rural school districts with limited staff and/or specialized capacity. Educational Service Agencies (ESAs) have been in existence in Florida since 1969 and were created to support rural districts in creating collective service agreements to help with such limitations and to encourage collaboration among practitioners (Colf & Harmon, 2009) . ESAs also provide an effective way for rural school leaders to leverage their district's limited resources, resulting in significant gains in efficiency and student support services (Stephens & Keane, 2005) . The development of this shared service approach has also reinforced the development of innovative practices that support collaborative work between researchers and educators. Over time, ESAs have transformed and, in some cases, become innovation labs providing opportunities for action research initiatives that can be tested and analyzed (Harmon, 2006) . Having the ability to meet needs within the immediate context and environment of the service areas provides a model of robust financial efficiency and supporting the immediate needs of schools.
Florida's ESA system includes three agencies (Heartland Educational Consortium, North East Florida Educational Consortium, and Panhandle Area Educational Consortium). Each is a non-profit, non-regulatory agency that provides cooperative services to rural school districts in its geographic region. NEFEC was a key partner in developing and implementing the e3 school-based professional learning series described here. NEFEC serves nearly 78,000 students in 15 small and rural Florida school districts, with a mission to help member districts cooperatively meet their educational goals and objectives by providing programs and services that individual districts would not be able to provide as effectively or as economically when acting alone. One of the ways that NEFEC has supported this mission is through grant writing and the cultivation of positive partnerships with other entities. One such critical partnership is reflected in NEFEC's relationship with the University of North Florida (UNF).
Setting and Identified Needs
NEFEC, with fiscal agent Gilchrist County, applied for a Teacher Incentive Fund grant (Sustainable Educator Evaluation and Compensation or SEEC) in 2011 to help support the implementation of state and federal mandates that transitioned schools to implementing the Common Core Standards and prompted schools to overhaul their teacher evaluation systems. One of the key objectives of this grant is to provide professional learning to teachers and administrators related to the use of each district's teacher observation/evaluation systems as a tool for teacher instructional improvement. SEEC was viewed as a tremendous opportunity to leverage the regional assistance model that NEFEC commonly deploys, for the purpose of helping administrators and teachers provide engaging instruction that meets the demands of rigor called for by the Florida Standards Assessment (FSA). Districts needed a way to manage the work of converging all of these changes into a manageable set of tasks that would result in the improvement of teacher practice and of outcomes for students. Through their partnership with UNF, and with initial support from the Public Consulting Group (PCG), a coherent and integrated set of professional learning activities were developed and implemented to support this need.
The eight participating school districts supported by SEEC are documented high needs districts. As determined by the Florida Department of Education accountability system, these districts have earned the following academic grades for 2015 (the first year of the new state assessment in all grade levels): Bradford County (C), Columbia County (C), Flagler County (A), Gilchrist County (A), Hamilton County (D), Lafayette County (B), Suwannee County (C), and Union County (A). In terms of achievement on the new Florida Standards for English/Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics, five out of the eight districts earned a 50% or lower pass rate on the Florida Standards Assessment for ELA and four of the eight earned a 50% or below pass rate on the Florida Standards Assessment for Mathematics.
In addition, 16.2% of the population in these districts is reported to be living in poverty compared to the Florida average of 13.8% (U.S. Census of Housing and Population, 2010) . In SEEC schools, 63.9% of the student population is eligible for Free/Reduced Lunch, compared to a rate of 57.6% for the state of Florida. In light of the high levels of poverty and student achievement challenges that often characterize small and rural districts, these grantees adopted a stance that they needed unique solutions to help them achieve their foundational goals, which were increased student achievement and increased teacher effectiveness. A foundational principle among these districts was the belief that highly effective teachers and leaders make the difference in student achievement.
With this objective in mind, NEFEC staff, with the assistance of UNF faculty, crafted a learning series for administrators, instructional coaches, and others who contribute to the data collected through observing and giving feedback to teacher practice. The basis of the training series was to help observers narrow the focus and field of their observations, keeping to the intent and language of the observation rubrics and evaluation matrices employed by the NEFEC districts participating in SEEC. To accomplish this, UNF faculty and the NEFEC team, with input from a team of teachers and school leaders, chose to focus observer learning on three crucial research-based areas of classroom instruction: deeper knowledge, collaboration, and engagement. The teams designated these three research-based focus areas as the Essential Three. See Figure 1 .
Relevant Research and Development of the e3 Model
The components of the e3 model were developed on the basis of extensive research in the area of teaching and learning practices. While all areas of the district-selected instructional frameworks were deemed to be critical and valuable, districts needed an implementation plan that helped focus their attention on a few indicators. This would allow both leaders and educators to prioritize focus areas and intensively learn, implement, and provide quality feedback on a few critical areas that were present in each district's tool and foundational to teaching and mastery of the new Florida Standards during the first phase of transition.
Collaboration
Collaboration was deemed a critical area of focus in the e3 model. As conceptualized in the e3 model, collaboration has implications for both instruction (i.e., collaboration among students, as facilitated by the teacher) and organizational structures and systems (i.e., collaboration among educators within the school. These two types of collaboration have been shown to contribute directly (e.g., Marzano, 2007; Danielson, 2013) and indirectly (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2017) to desirable outcomes such as increased student achievement and a positive collegial culture focused on student achievement.
Collaboration as a teaching and learning strategy is addressed throughout the Florida Standards for ELA. These new standards require students to engage in provocative conversations about texts with teachers and peers. Collaboration is also a common thread throughout both of the selected instructional frameworks used in NEFEC's TIF districts. Marzano's framework requires educators to organize students for learning, elaborate on new information, and engage students in friendly controversy, all of which require varying levels of collaboration (Marzano, 2007 ). Danielson's framework requires students to engage in discussions (Danielson, 2013) .
Moreover, collaboration within an educational setting is a critical factor for successful improvements in teaching and learning (Macneil, Prater & Busch, 2009) . Deal & Peterson (1999) contend that higher achieving schools demonstrated cultures that fostered collaboration, empowerment, and engagement. In contrast, schools with toxic cultures with little stakeholder collaboration were more likely to produce poor academic achievement. Leithwood and Seashore-Louis (1998) suggest that successful schools are more capable of increasing student achievement when the culture shares common characteristics including a commitment to the students, respect for shared decision making, a collective belief in the importance of professional growth, collective celebrations of success, and a mission grounded in the ideal that all students can achieve. Indeed, extensive research throughout the state of Florida found that as teacher collaboration increased, the model predicted that student suspensions would decrease by 6.709% (Ohlson, 2009) .
Deeper Knowledge
The e3 model's conceptualization of deeper knowledge follows the framework articulated by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation (2012) and includes six interconnected competencies: mastering rigorous academic content, critical thinking and problem-solving, working collaboratively, communicating effectively, self-directed learning, and developing a growth mindset. The framework aligns with policy and practice considerations in Florida. Deeper knowledge tightly aligns with both the Marzano and Danielson (FLDOE, 2012) teacher evaluation models, which are commonly used in numerous districts throughout the state. This framework clearly supports elements such as Marzano's expectations for engaging students in cognitively complex tasks, and Danielson's expectations within multiple elements that all students demonstrate learning, among many others. Embedded within this Deeper Knowledge component are elements that focus on (1) student learning and engagement in academic rigor, (2) the demonstration of knowledge and learning, and (3) practicing with content-all with a heavy focus on the design of learning activities for student and educators learning,
The importance of deeper knowledge for students is evident in research investigating outcomes among schools that explicitly focused on cultivating deeper knowledge/deeper learning. A report by Barron & Darling-Hammond (2008) , found that "deeper learning" schools graduate high school students on time at rates nine percent higher than other schools, a win for teachers and students alike. The study they described paired 13 "deeper learning" schools, all members of Hewlett Packard's "Deeper Learning Network," with other schools that have comparable student demographics (including underserved student populations) and incoming achievement levels. Graduates of the "deeper learning" schools were over four percent more likely to enroll in four-year colleges, and they were slightly more likely to attend selective schools (AIR, 2014).
Engagement
As conceptualized in the e3 model, student engagement represents the extent of students' willing involvement or interest in their learning and their connectedness to their classes, their school, and their peers (Christenson, Reschley, & Wylie, 2013) . Engagement is present in both teacher evaluation instruments. Both Marzano and Danielson models emphasize the need to move beyond rote learning and encourage critical thinking, questioning, and multiple representations of knowledge. Marzano specifically identifies Design Question five as Engaging Students (Marzano, 2007) . This question is composed of indicators related to presenting information in an intriguing way, demonstrating enthusiasm and withit-ness, probing incorrect responses, and noticing and acting when students are not engaged. Danielson addresses engagement in Domain 2b: Establishing a Culture for Learning (Danielson, 2013) .
Engagement was identified as a critical focus based on a consistent body of research reporting that higher levels of engagement are associated with better rates of attendance, higher academic achievement levels, fewer disciplinary incidents, lower dropout and grade retention rates, and higher graduation rates (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Finn, 1989; Finn, 1993; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Jimerson, Campos, & Grief, 2003; Jimerson, Renshaw, Stewart, Hart, & O'Malley, 2009; Shernoff & Schmidt, 2008) . In contrast; students with low levels of engagement are at risk for a variety of long-term adverse consequences, including disruptive behavior in class, absenteeism, and dropping out of school. Further supporting engagement as an area focus is evidence that engagement is a malleable factor amenable to influence by teacher and leader practice (Klem & Connell, 2004; Railsback, 2004) .
e3 Implementation
Informed by the above-described salient literature and attentive to the roles of the ESA (NEFEC) and university (UNF) partners, the professional learning series around the e3 model began during the 2014-2015 school year with an introduction for both principals and instructional coaches. The decision was made early on to include both administrators and coaches in the series in order to provide specific coaching strategies that were mutually applicable to both groups. Providing professional learning for both groups also ensured that there were opportunities for collaboration and for the advancement of common language around these foundational principles of learning. The professional learning design also included purposeful modeling of the e3 elements in delivery. The design team felt it was important to not only tell about the model but to also demonstrate strategies for including all three elements in instruction.
The principals and instructional coaches met three times in the first year. The first meeting contained an in-depth introduction to the e3 model, as well as to the content and construct of the new Florida Standards and their associated assessments. The second meeting focused on recognition of the instructional shifts required by the new standards. This focus was accomplished by asking participants to examine their teacher observation framework, an examination that called for them to unpack the elements of the framework for the purpose of determining the "language of proficiency" contained within. Observer recognition of the new standard of proficiency required by the Florida Standards was presented as the first step on the path of helping teachers improve their practice.
Upon establishing the need for recognition of the shifts in instruction required by the Florida Standards, the third and final meeting in the series facilitated the creation of an e3 Action Plan for each school team. In this action plan, principals and instructional coaches mapped out tasks, timelines, and intended outcomes for implementing the e3 model in their schools. Table 1 illustrates a collection of responses gathered from various districts looking at best practices, easy to implement strategies and evidence within each category of the e3. Figure 2 demonstrates the work done by one of the districts during the sessions to focus guidance, support, and monitoring using Marzano's Teacher Evaluation System. District educators opted to begin their implementation plan for this framework by selecting areas of focus within each of the three elements of the e3 model. As a district team, they then selected Marzano indicators listed below each area to become focus indicators for the year. This process allowed principals and teachers to have input in the process and allowed the school to discern between the 64 indicators to determine their first eleven focus indicators. • on task and on topic conversation • asking questions • actively writing, discussing, answering problems • exploring multimedia, text, art, • formulation of products • self-reflection and self-assessment • goal setting • student having their "voices" heard by using a variety of self-selected tools and resources to demonstrate knowledge
• circulation around the room and among students, asking questions, clarifying, and giving feedback • caring and respectful of students • sets high expectations for self and students • enthusiasm and excitement for the subject, topic, and activity is demonstrated • real world connections are clear • notices when students are disengaged and redirect
Impact
In an environment where teacher observation frameworks call for teachers, principals, coaches, and other observers to focus their attention on 60 or more intricate elements of instructional practice, there is a clear need to focus on those elements that make the most difference for students. The e3 model is an attempt to bring that focus to the process of improving instructional practice by concentrating efforts on observers becoming expert at recognizing and giving feedback to the instructional elements of collaboration, deeper knowledge (rigor), and engagement. Increased observational proficiency in these elements, on the part of administrators and instructional coaches, will result in more reliable and consistent feedback to teachers. This increased reliability and consistency leads to greater credibility with teachers. Feedback that is credible, reliable, and actionable leads to increased teacher proficiency, which naturally leads to improved outcomes for students (Wiggins, 2012) .
This focus on the research-based e3 model has been embraced by the eight school districts and 55 schools impacted by the Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grant. There have been over 80 participating principals and instructional coaches in the training series, with resulting action plans in each of the participating schools.
Student Outcomes within Schools with the highest rates of e3 implementation.
Through observations by NEFEC staff and selfreported details from school principals, five schools were identified as having the most success implementing the e3 across all teaching and learning practices. These schools used the e3 tools as a guide for teacher lesson planning-requiring teachers to infuse elements of engagement, collaboration and deeper knowledge within all curriculum units. These units were examined by school administration and evidence was documented using the e3 Observation Tool.
Professional development included comprehensive training on how to use the e3 within each content area and school leaders often spotlighted best practices during faculty gatherings. The five schools included three elementary schools, one high school and one middle (6-8) school. These schools were rural schools with significant levels of diversity and all have been designated as Title 1 Schools. Examining the student outcome variables over the course of the data collection period found the following gains:
• 4% average increase in student attendance • 11% average decrease in student discipline referrals • 5% increase in teacher attendance
Faculty Outcomes (retention, attendance) within Schools with the highest rates of e3 implementation (e3 schools)
The research also included analysis of the teacher retention rates of the e3 schools with the highest rates of implementation. The trends showed that the schools that implemented the e3 process with input and engagement from the staff saw an average of a 9% increase in teacher attendance. In these rural districts, those savings equate to an average minimum of $8,800 in funds that could be used for additional teaching and learning resources. In addition, the e3 schools showed a collective 5% increase in teacher retention rates. Teacher feedback from the process highlighted the increased input the administration sought from teachers in the implementation of the new teaching and learning tool, the opportunities to share ideas around the e3 elements with colleagues and the use of a tool that was not evaluative but rather used to enhance teaching and learning delivery, reflection and outcomes.
Practitioner Testimonials
In addition to the analysis of leading and lagging indicators, the researchers also solicited practitioner testimonials following each professional development session in the form of an exit ticketdescribing how they had been using the e3 resources in their schools and what has been the impact. The findings from these exit tickets demonstrate the ease of implementation of the e3 model as a mechanism to navigate the challenges faced when transitioning to the new standards. Both teachers and administrators shared how these resources have also led to increased student engagement, rigor and in many instances, improved student achievement.
A random sampling of the exit tickets from the e3 schools include: 
Implications for Policy and Practice

Educational Practices
The e3 model serves as a foundational, first-step in the process of rural schools transitioning to more rigorous state and national standards. The format is functional and manageable for educators and school leaders to implement, monitor and collaborate with peers to share best practices in these three universal strategies. The e3 serves as a model of learning for high-needs rural schools when time, resources and funds are a barrier. The non-punitive, collaborative model transcends learning environments, demographics and achievement levels by creating an atmosphere of personalization, teamwork and an opportunity for teachers to facilitate a more rigorous understanding of complex concepts -and not just cover content. Elements of deeper knowledge, collaboration, and engagement within lesson plans and instructional practice become the "lens" through which effective teaching and learning can be seen.
When examining the student impact of the university and rural school district partnership, the data illustrate the influence of professional growth of teachers and increased focus of student collaboration, engagement and deeper knowledge within instructional practices. The five schools implementing the e3 throughout all professional development activities saw gains in attendance and reductions in discipline referrals. Despite not showing gains in student achievement, these variables are leading indicators that may lead to increased achievement over time (Luiselli, J. K., Putnam, R. F., Handler, M. W., & Feinberg, A. B., 2005) . When analyzing the data examining the teacher outcomes, including attendance and retention, similar positive trends emerged. Increased teacher retention and attendance district wide could have a significant impact on more tangible outcomes and gains in terms of both financial and human resourcesoften scarce in high-needs rural districts.
Beyond the content, the implementation practices may serve as an exemplary model based on the high level of interaction between teachers and administration and the adaptability and personalization of the professional learning. The e3 resources and implementation process may also serve as an exemplary model for reaching the needs of high-needs schools when a sense of urgency is coupled with limited resources. As practitioners learn how to infuse the elements of the e3 model, a cadre of teacher leaders helped to document teaching and learning outcomes and share best practices and exemplars via an online portal. This process illustrates the effective strategies for implementation and establishes a network of collaboration of practitioners throughout the state.
Furthermore, when considering the participant program feedback, the e3 professional development tool and process was uniquely effective within the rural context. First, the training sessions were held within the rural school districts. This was advantageous in terms of travel, staffing coverage and it also allowed participants to know that their university partners valued the "regional" context of their home district. Next, simplicity of the e3 tool ensures that it is easy to use and can be implemented on a daily basis, not just during annual evaluations. Finally, the e3 tool and corresponding professional learning series was implemented throughout the school year. Rather than professional learning that takes place when school is not in session over the summer, e3 was part of a job-embedded process where UNF staff were able to work with teachers and administrators throughout the year to support instructional practices, monitor progress and adjust future sessions based on participant feedback. The e3 implementation model is presented in Figure 3 .
Educational Policy
High need rural schools often have unique contextual challenges including high poverty and limitations in terms of community, economic and educational resources (Forner, Bierlein-Palmer, & Reeves, 2012; Lamkin, 2006) . These challenges are compounded when there is a lack of resources to support teachers and administrators as they transition to the new state and national curriculum standards. Recent research showed that nearly half of all states cited resource issues as a major challenge to Common Core State Standards implementation and states are facing major challenges in preparing teachers for the new standards (Kober & Rentner, 2012) . States, districts and school-based stakeholders need strategies and best practices to implement these standards and corresponding instructional practices with fidelity-in a manner that is mindful of the economic, training and resource limitations within these high needs areas.
When examining the e3 tool implementation and associated impact, numerous significant implications emerged. By utilizing a teaching and learning tool that was a reflection tool rather than an evaluation, teachers felt they could reflect upon their own practice in a more meaningful and consistent manner. They also felt valued and appreciated when administrators promoted peer collaboration and took the time to hear what professional learning teachers would like to participate in. This opportunity for collaboration and increased engagement was clearly made teachers feel valued, supported and significant in their roles as professionals.
